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Word Stress: compounds and complex words (words+affixes) 

❖ Complex Word Stress 
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❖ Stress in Compound Words 
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The sentence stress 
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Rhythm 
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Intonation and tone  
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Yes/No questions 
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❖ Functions of Intonation 
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➢ These lessons are adapted from “A Course in Articulatory and Corrective Phonetics” prepared 

by Dr. Zahia Bouchair.  

➢ For more details, refer as well to “English Phonetics and Phonology: A practical course” for 

Peter Roach.   
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American vs English Pronunciation 

Accents differ in two ways: phonetically and phonologically. When two accents differ 

merely phonetically, we see the identical set of phonemes in both accents, but some or all of 

the phonemes are pronounced differently. For example, English learners around the world 

choose between two major models of English: General British (GB) and General American 

(GA). From vowel sounds and consonant pronunciations to stressed syllables and sentence 

intonation, the distinctions between these two varieties of English can be extensive and 

dramatic, but not to the point where the meaning changes. Some (but not all) notable differences 

are cited below: 

1. The Pronunciation of /r/ - Rhoticity 

Perhaps the most immediately noticeable difference lies in the pronunciation of the letter 'r'. 

o American English: Most American accents are rhotic. This means that the 'r' sound 

is pronounced wherever it appears in a word, including at the end of syllables (e.g., 

car /kɑːr/, number /ˈnʌmbər/, water /ˈwɔːtər/ , horse /hɔːs/). The tongue typically 

curls back or bunches in the mouth to produce this distinct 'r' sound. 

o British English: Most British accents, including RP, are non-rhotic. In non-rhotic 

accents, the 'r' is only pronounced if there is a vowel sound after it in the same syllable 

or the next (e.g., car /kɑː/, number /ˈnʌmbə/, but water ice /ˈwɔːtər aɪs/). The 'r' at the 

end of words or before consonants is generally silent. This single feature significantly 

alters the sound of many common words.  

2. Vowel Sounds  

The vowel systems of AmE and BrE exhibit substantial variations. Here are some key 

distinctions: 

• The /ɑː/ vs. /æ/ and /ɒ/ sounds: 

o In words like bath, grass, and dance, RP traditionally uses a long, broad /ɑː/ 

sound (as in father). General American typically uses the /æ/ sound (as in cat). 

However, there is regional variation within both countries, and some Northern 

English accents also use /æ/ in these words. /æ/ is pronounced with a shorter and 

lower tongue position compared to /ɑː/, which is pronounced with a longer and 

more open tongue position. 

o The vowel in words like cot and caught is often distinct in BrE (/ɒ/ in cot, /ɔː/ in 

caught), while many American accents have merged these, resulting in both 

words being pronounced with /ɑː/ or /ɔː/ depending on the specific merger. 
Regarding/ɑ/ vs. /ɒ/, in the word “lot,” for example, American speakers would 

use the vowel /ɑ/ while British speakers would choose /ɒ/. 

• The /ɜː/ vs. /ər/ sound: 

o In words like bird, first, and work, RP uses a long vowel sound /ɜː/ (often 

described as a "burred" sound). In General American, this vowel is typically 

followed by an /r/ sound, resulting in /ər/. 
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• The /oʊ/ vs. /əʊ/ sound:  

In the words GO /goʊ/, NO /noʊ/, SHOW /ʃoʊ/ for example, Americans would use the 

/oʊ/ accent while UK speakers would say /əʊ/. /oʊ/ is pronounced with rounded lips and 

a slightly higher tongue position, while /əʊ/ is pronounced with more relaxed lips and a 

slightly lower tongue position. 

3. Consonant Sounds  

While the differences in consonant sounds are generally less dramatic than those in vowels, 

some notable variations exist: 

• T-Glottalization: Glottal stops /ʔ/ can be tricky for non-native speakers, as a 

challenging sound. there are certain instances where a double T is replaced with a glottal 

stop in some British English pronunciations, like in the word “bottle” /ˈbɒʔl/ or “button” 

/ˈbʌʔn/ for example. In other cases, those T’s are pronounced as a clear /t/ sound. 

• T-Flapping: In American English, a /t/ or /d/ sound between two vowels, where the 

second vowel is unstressed, often becomes a flap [ɾ], which sounds very similar to a 

quick 'd' or the Spanish 'r' in pero. This is why latter and ladder, or metal and medal can 

sound almost identical in many American accents. This phenomenon is not typical in 

RP. though in regional British accents, most famously cockney, this would be a glottal 

stop: WATER, GOT IT. 

• H-Dropping: While not a feature of RP, many regional British accents exhibit "h-

dropping," where the initial /h/ sound in words like house or herb is omitted. This is 

generally not a feature of standard American accents, where the /h/ is typically 

pronounced such as in “herb” /hɜrb/.  

• Yod-Dropping: The /j/ sound (as in you) after certain consonants like /t/, /d/, /n/, /l/, /s/, 

and /z/ is often dropped in American English. So, words like tune might be pronounced 

/tuːn/ instead of /tjuːn/ (common in BrE), duty as /ˈduːti/ instead of /ˈdjuːti/, and suit as 

/suːt/ instead of /sjuːt/. 

British English often keeps a "y" sound (/j/) after "t" or "d": "Tuesday" →   /ˈtjuːzdeɪ/ 

              American English often drops the "y" sound: "Tuesday" → /ˈtuːzdeɪ/ 

• The 'L' Sound: While subtle, the pronunciation of 'l' can vary. American English tends 

to have a consistently "dark L" (where the back of the tongue is raised), even at the 

beginning of words. British English often distinguishes between a "clear L" at the 

beginning of words and a "dark L" at the end. 

• In America, we would pronounce the word “schedule” beginning with a /sk/ sound, 

making the word /ˈskɛdʒuːl/. In British pronunciation, however, that initial /sk/ becomes 

/ʃ/. The word “schedule” then becomes /ˈʃɛdʒʊl/. This only appears in the word 

"schedule," not in other similarly spelled phrases such as "school" or "scheme." Both 

American and British speakers would employ the /sk/ pronunciation of these words. 

4. Stress Patterns  

The placement of stress within a word can also differ between AmE and BrE, sometimes even 

for the same word. 
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• Two-Syllable Verbs Ending in '-ate': Many two-syllable verbs ending in '-ate' are 

stressed on the first syllable in American English and on the second syllable in British 

English (e.g., donate /ˈdoʊneɪt/ (AmE) vs. /dəʊˈneɪt/ (BrE)). 

• Words of French Origin: Some words of French origin retain the final syllable stress 

in American English, while British English shifts the stress to the first syllable (e.g., 

garage /ɡəˈrɑːʒ/ (AmE) vs. /ˈɡærɪdʒ/ (BrE)). However, this is not a universal rule, and 

some words follow the opposite pattern (e.g., address /ˈædres/ (AmE) vs. /əˈdres/ 

(BrE)). 

5. Intonation and Rhythm - The Music of Speech 

Beyond individual sounds and word stress, the overall intonation patterns and rhythm of 

American and British English can also be distinct. 

• Intonation: The melody of British and American speech differs significantly, despite 

the fact that the speech pattern is extremely similar. The most noticeable distinction is 

the British tendency to utilize a high falling intonation, hitting the primary stress high 

and lowering down. Rising tones are more common in America. This usage of 

increasing intonation in remarks is frequently referred to as "upspeak."  

In other words, American speakers typically use a rising-falling intonation pattern, 

where the pitch rises in the middle and falls at the end of a sentence. For example, "I'm 

going to the store" has a pitch rise on "going" and a fall on "store." In contrast, British 

English typically uses a falling intonation pattern throughout the sentence.  

• Rhythm: English is a stress-timed language, meaning that stressed syllables tend to 

occur at relatively regular intervals, with unstressed syllables compressed or reduced in 

between. The specific way this stress-timing is realized can vary slightly between AmE 

and BrE, contributing to the overall perceived rhythm of the speech. 

 

Conclusion 

The differences in pronunciation between American and British English demonstrate 

the dynamic character of language, as well as the impact of geographical separation and 

autonomous cultural development. While these variances can occasionally cause amusing 

misunderstandings, they rarely inhibit efficient communication. As English learners, grasping 

these essential characteristics can considerably improve your listening comprehension and 

allow you to make more educated decisions about which accent to copy. Remember that there 

are numerous regional accents in both the United States and the United Kingdom, each with 

their own distinct phonetic traits. The generalizations discussed in this lesson illustrate broader 

tendencies, particularly in the commonly accepted standard forms of each variety.  

 

 


